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[On Aug. 1, the Miami Herald carried a story on the identity of the individual responsible for
the 1984 La Penca bombing, which took place at a Nicaraguan rebel camp (for previous coverage
of investigations into the La Penca bombing see Central America Update 03/27/87, 03/09/90,
11/20/92). The following commentary was written by Tony Avirgan, one of those wounded in the
La Penca bombing. The story is reproduced with permission of the author. Avirgan, who worked
as a freelance journalist in Central America for ten years, now lives in Maryland. A few days after
publication of the Miami Herald story, authorities in Costa Rica confirmed that investigations into
the La Penca case will be reopened.] By Tony Avirgan A nine-year search is over. The identity of
the La Penca bomber is now known. The man who posed as a journalist and brought a bomb to a
1984 news conference held in a rebel camp in the Nicaraguan jungle was Vital Roberto Gaguine, an
Argentine leftist who was trained by the Sandinistas. As a victim of that bombing, which killed three
of my colleagues and maimed many others, I'm delighted that after nearly a decade of searching,
the terrorist has been found. However, learning the bomber's identity raises more questions than
it answers. It would be a shame if, because of this discovery, pressure is lessened to make officials
in Managua and Washington answer some hard questions. Vital Roberto Gaguine was a member
of a cell of international terrorists based in Nicaragua when it was under Sandinista rule. On May
30, 1984, posing as a photographer, he accompanied two dozen journalists to a news conference
at La Penca, the jungle headquarters of rebel Eden Pastora, "Comandante Cero." Gaguine placed
a camera case loaded with three or four pounds of C-4 explosive on the floor and went outside to
set it off by remote control. Feigning injury, he was evacuated with the wounded and disappeared.
My wife, Martha Honey, and I were commissioned by the Committee to Protect Journalists and
the Newspaper Guild to investigate the bombing. We looked to the right, the left and the drug
cartels because Pastora had enemies all over the political spectrum. Within hours of the bombing,
US officials involved in the covert contra war floated a series of identities for the bomber. All these
implicated the Sandinistas; all proved false. In addition, CIA operatives worked to successfully close
down a Costa Rican judicial probe of the bombing and US officials removed key pieces of evidence,
including the bomb's detonator. No US agency ever thoroughly investigated the bombing despite
the obvious fact that pinning the crime on the Sandinistas would have given a big boost to the
Reagan administration's campaign against Nicaragua. In our investigation, we uncovered a myriad
of illegal US operations inside Costa Rica and Nicaragua, several parallel plots against Pastora (some
by the right, others by the left), and drug and arms trafficking. We also found dozens of witnesses
who provided information linking CIA operatives, Cuban-American extremists, ultra-rightist
contras and some Costa Rican security officials to the La Penca bombing. Other investigations found
similar evidence. In the late 1980's, Costa Rica charged two CIA operatives, John Hull and Felipe
Vidal, with murder. (Both fled to the US, Hull with the assistance of the DEA.) Several months ago,
our ongoing investigation turned up evidence of a link to the Sandinistas. We have made several
trips to Nicaragua and interviewed numerous Sandinista personalities including former President
Daniel Ortega and former Interior Minister Tomas Borge. All repeatedly and vehemently denied
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any hand in the La Penca bombing. The discovery of the identity of the La Penca bomber, nine years
after the attack, was due, in large measure, to the persistence of Juan Tamayo, now Foreign Editor
of the Miami Herald. Convinced early on that it was the left, not the right, which was responsible
for the attack, he pressed his conservative sources until he found a recent defector from Argentina's
Ejercito Revolucionario Popular (People's Revolutionary Army) who identified a picture of the
bomber as Martin de Inglaterra (Martin from England). Further investigation revealed that "Martin
from England" was really Vital Roberto Gaguine, a former medical student turned terrorist. A
fingerprint of Gaguine was obtained from Buenos Aires. Another fingerprint of the bomber, taken
when he was in Panama years before the bombing, was found by investigative reporter Doug
Vaughan, a colleague who has been working with us on La Penca for many years. Last week, police
in Miami determined that the fingerprints matched. Doug Vaughan located Gaguine's father and
brother who live in Miami. They identified photos of Vital Roberto taken the day of the bombing.
Vital Roberto Gaguine appears to be dead, ironically blown up during an attack on an Argentine
military base in 1989. To some, that's the end of the story: a member of an ultra-leftist terrorist
cell working for the Sandinistas was the La Penca bomber and now he's dead. However, for us,
there are still many questions to be answered. How to explain all of the valid evidence pointing
the other way that was gathered by us, Costa Rican detectives and other journalists? Not all of it,
particularly not the coverup, can be attributed to leftist disinformation. Aside from our investigation
and an unsuccessful law suit we tried to bring in US courts, a Costa Rican judicial investigation,
two award winning television documentaries and several books all concluded that there was a trail
of evidence pointing towards Washington. We know that Gaguine's cell was heavily infiltrated by
operatives and agent provocateurs of the Argentine Army. We know that the group, in 1980, made
a decision to hire themselves out for assassinations to raise money for their revolutionary activities.
Could it be, as one of our early sources said, that the La Penca attack represents "a cross-current
of interests" between left and right? Could Gaguine's mission for the Sandinistas have been to
infiltrate contra ranks and when he was given the assignment to kill Pastora the Sandinistas decided
to let him proceed? There are many possibilities that must be explored, many pieces of seemingly
contradictory evidence which must be reconciled. Now that the bomber has been identified, it is the
obligation of Sandinista leaders to make a full public disclosure of their hand in the attack. It will
not be acceptable to say that it was done by one faction or one department. Until Sandinista leaders
tell what they know and denounce terrorism, the entire Sandinista Front must be held responsible.
Likewise, US officials should publicly and honestly explain their actions in regard to La Penca.
Why did US officials present false information that mislead the Costa Rican investigation? Why
did a US intelligence agent take the bomb's detonator from the Costa Rican police laboratory and
never return it? Why did Oliver North make a secret trip to Costa Rica just three days before the
bombing? Why are the pages in North's diary blank or missing for the days before and after the
bombing? How do we explain various sources who say they met with the bomber in the company
of contra leaders and their US collaborators in Miami, Costa Rica and Honduras before and after
the attack? Several accurately described Gaguine, whom they knew as "Amac Galil" or "the Arab",
and gave correct information about his background. These and many other questions should now
be answered. The era of war and intervention in Nicaragua is, hopefully, over. It's time for honesty
from all sides. We ask that the Nicaraguan and US governments permit independent investigators
to examine their security and intelligence files on La Penca and to permit frank interviews with key
security, intelligence and military officials about the operation.
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